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A Land Use and Planning Agenda 
for the Next President
Editor’s Note: The land use and environmental challenges confronting us today have never been more serious, demanding attention
at all levels of government. With the upcoming U.S. Presidential election, this is an opportune time to take stock and question what
the role of the federal government should be in addressing these challenges. 
Consider the following events in October 2007. California fires raged across southern California leaving in their wake more than
$1 billion in damages in San Diego County alone and more than 1,500 homes destroyed; Georgia Gov. Sonny Perdue asked
President Bush to declare the northern part of the state a major disaster area because there’s only enough water to serve three million
residents for 90 days; and Kansas became the first state on October 18 to reject a coal-fired power plant because of its global warm-
ing impacts. Let’s not forget the Katrina catastrophe in New Orleans and the Gulf communities two years ago. Those communities
and families are still struggling.
The intersection between local, state, and federal responsibilities for protecting our citizens, building sustainable communities, and
planning for the future requires our leaders at all levels to think outside of the box. We asked four prominent land use law professors
to write a letter to the next President of the United States, providing some guidance and ideas about what he or she might do upon
assuming office in January 2009. Perhaps these suggestions will stimulate some discussion from the candidates themselves; even better,
they might spur some much-needed action.
David Callies, FAICP
Madame President,
Many weighty matters of importance to
our nation will compete for your atten-
tion as you assume the awesome re-
sponsibilities that come with our high-
est elected office. Many are beyond my
particular expertise as an  attorney-
planner. However, most of what con-
cerns me are matters of state concern,
and, as a firm believer in that definition
of federalism that leaves to the states
that created our union matters of
statewide importance and, indeed, most
matters that most directly affect us as
citizens, there are nevertheless three
critical areas of great concern that, if
not addressed during your term of of-
fice with some immediacy, will soon
cause us all irreparable damage.
1. Our infrastructure. Our public facili-
ties including roads, bridges, water
mains, and sewers are in desperate
need of repair and rebuilding after
decades of neglect, as demonstrated by
the tragic bridge collapse in Min ne sota
last year. But public reports such as
those of the American Council on
Intergovernmental Relations as long as
30 years ago warned that the state of
our infrastructure was perilous. Its con-
dition threatens not only the health and
safety of us all, but also the fabric of our
economy upon which both our eco-
nomic well-being and our place among
nations depend. The bill for such repair
and rebuilding approaches $1.5 trillion,
according to conservative estimates,
clearly beyond the financial resources
of our state and local governments.
Unrestricted federal grants in substan-
tial amounts will be necessary to restore
our public facilities to a condition that
will meet the needs of our nation and
preserve the safety of its citizens. 
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Today, state and federal land use policy comprises a hodge-
podge of initiatives, each crafted earnestly for a moment in
time but that together fail to achieve coherence and consensus.
2. Housing. Too many of our citizens,
both rural and urban, are without ade-
quate shelter, and many more struggle
to provide such shelter at the most
minimal level. Studies demonstrate
that current state and local programs
to eliminate regulatory barriers to af-
fordable housing or to require a “set-
aside” or quota of workforce/afford-
able housing in all “market price”
developments fail to keep up with de-
mand and do nothing to eliminate a
shameful backlog. Only a massive ef-
fort at providing subsidized public
housing will erase what has become
an enormous deficit in adequate hous-
ing; but it must be better conceived
and planned than the effort made in
the 1960s. Our cities and states des-
perately need reallocation of our fed-
eral tax dollars approaching and ex-
ceeding in current dollars what the
federal government provided in the
1960s and the 1970s through block
grants and the like.
3) Public lands and parks. Federal and
state lands and national parks, sea -
shores and monuments—our national
patrimony—need better stewardship,
both in terms of care and protection.
Facilities, from accommodation to em-
ployee housing, have fallen into disre-
pair and dereliction. Staff at every
level is in woefully short supply.
Funds, such as entrance fees, rarely
make their way back to the source of
collection. An infusion of federal funds
to repair, restore, monitor and patrol
such lands, whether federal or state,
will staunch and heal the many wounds
and return this patrimony to robust
health.
There is little if any need for federal
oversight and a concomitant increase in
the federal bureaucracy for any of these
initiatives. Existing state and local gov-
ernments (and, where necessary, the
federal government, as in national
parks and reserves) are more than up to
the task of repair, restoration, and
maintenance. It’s a matter of financial
resources, which the federal govern-
ment ought to provide.
John R. Nolon
Dear President:
In just 35 years from the date of your
inauguration, the nation’s population
will have grown by 100 million peo-
ple, an increase of 33 percent. The
private sector will produce for these
new Americans over 70 million homes
and over 100 billion square feet of of-
fices, stores, factories, institutions, ho-
tels, and resorts. Research ers predict
that two-thirds of the structures in ex-
istence in 2050 will be built between
now and then. 
This growth cannot be allowed to
proceed randomly—not without great
cost to our economy, environment,
and public health. This is neither an
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ideological nor a political issue. The
consequences of haphazard develop-
ment are not popular with the vast
majority of Americans. They com-
plain about the results of current
growth patterns: an increase of
asthma and obesity among the young,
traffic congestion that stalls com-
muters, insufficient housing for the
workforce and the elderly, the de-
cline of cities as economic and cul-
tural centers, threats to drinking
water quality and quantity, reduced
habitats and wetlands, higher inci-
dences of flooding, rampant fossil
fuel consumption, and an ever-larger
carbon footprint. 
Today, state and federal land use
policy comprises a hodgepodge of ini-
tiatives, each crafted earnestly for a
moment in time but that together fail
to achieve coherence and consensus.
The nation’s projected growth creates
an unparalleled opportunity for your
administration to demonstrate criti-
cally needed leadership; this is an op-
portunity because we are all finally
paying attention to the use of the
land. Population and development
trends require new policies and
strategies that build on the powerful
role of the private sector and effi-
ciently integrate the roles and re-
sources of all levels of government.
